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‘THE POOREMANS JOYAND THE
GENTLEMANS PLAGUE’: A
LINCOLNSHIRE LIBEL AND THE
POLITICS OF SEDITION IN EARLY
MODERN ENGLAND*
In July 1607, the earl of Rutland, Lord Lieutenant of Lincoln-
shire, received a letter from Sir William Pelham, enclosing a copy
of a libel which had been ‘caste’ into the choir of the parish church
of Caistor. On first reading, the libel appears to threaten a bloody
massacre of the Lincolnshire landed class.1 We can catch in Pel-
ham’s awkwardness at troubling his ‘honorable good lord’ some-
thing of the ambiguity with which such productions were
regarded by the elites of early modern England. ‘Though libells
be comon in these daies, and ymport small matter, but the ydle
braynes of vaine people’, Pelham wrote, ‘yet this being extraordi-
nary sedicious, I thought yt fyt to acquainte yor honor w[i]thall’.
A recent, and rapidly growing, historiography has challenged
Pelham’s unconvincing claim that libels in early modern England
‘ymport small matter’. Literary historians, moving beyond the
canonical corpus, have been interested in exploring the libel as
a popular literary form and its place in early modern literary cul-
ture.2 Libelling, and the associated crime of defamation, have
* I am grateful to Mike Braddick, Gabriel Pearson, Jennifer Richards, Clodagh Tait,
Keith Wrightson; members of the Cambridge Seminar in Early Modern Economic
and Social History; the Early Modern Group, University of Durham; and the Oxford
Early Modern Britain Seminar for their comments on an earlier version of this article;
and to successive groups of Essex University HR 278 students whose questions about
the libel taught me what I needed to know.
1 Rutland MSS, Belvoir Castle, Muniment Room I, case 2, vol. xv, fos. 40–1. For the
full text, see Appendix below. I am grateful to His Grace, the Duke of Rutland, and to
his late father, for permission to consult the Rutland MSS in 1975, and to print here
my transcript of the libel. John Morrill later sent me a typescript copy of the libel found
among the papers of the late John Cooper. A further trip to Belvoir in 2007 allowed me
to resolve minor differences in the transcriptions.
2 Wendy Scase, ‘‘‘Strange and Wonderful Bills’’: Bill-Casting and Political Dis-
course in Late Medieval England’, in Rita Copeland, David Lawton and Wendy
Scase (eds.), New Medieval Literatures: Volume II (Oxford, 1998); Dermot Cavanagh
and Tim Kirk (eds.), Subversion and Scurrility: Popular Discourse in Europe from 1500 to
the Present (Aldershot, 2000); Andrew McRae, ‘The Literary Culture of Early Stuart
Libeling’, Mod. Philol., xcvii (2000); and the contributions to Andrew McRae (ed.),
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attracted the attention of social historians interested in the role
it played in the micro-politics of contested social and gendered
identities.3 The increasing attention paid to seditious libels is a
direct consequence of the renewed interest in popular protest.
Concern to establish the degree of agency that the people were
capable of in negotiating the impact of change on their lives sug-
gested that it might be possible to hear in the evidence of sedition a
popular voice articulating popular understandings of the forces
shaping their lives, understandings which in turn helped to shape
the pattern of popular protest.4 Some historians returned to inter-
rogate seditious words for evidence of a more radical popular
political culture informed by the language of class.5 More recently
still, growing recognition of the greater social depth to the polit-
ical culture of early modern England and debates about the exis-
tence and precocious chronology of a public sphere have seen
political historians turn to the evidence of defamatory and sedi-
tious libels in order to try to establish the degree of political
knowledge and consciousness to be found below the level of the
gentry and beyond the confines of Whitehall and Westminster.6
(n. 2 cont.)
‘Railing Rhymes’: Politics and Poetry in Early Stuart England, special issue of Huntington
Lib. Quart., lxix (2006); Early Stuart Libels: An Edition of Poetry from Manuscript
Sources, ed. Alistair Bellany and Andrew McRae (Early Mod. Lit. Studies, text ser.,
i, 2005), online at5http://purl.oclc.org/emls/texts/libels/4.
3 Adam Fox, ‘Ballads, Libels and Popular Ridicule in Jacobean England’, Past and
Present, no. 145 (Nov. 1994); Adam Fox, ‘Rumour, News and Popular Political
Opinion in Elizabethan and Early Stuart England’, Hist. Jl, xl (1997); Adam Fox,
Oral and Literate Culture in England, 1500–1700 (Oxford, 2000), ch. 6; Adam Fox,
‘Religious Satire in English Towns, 1570–1640’, in Patrick Collinson and John Craig
(eds.), The Reformation in English Towns, 1500–1640 (Basingstoke, 1998); Martin
Ingram, ‘Ridings, Rough Music and Mocking Rhymes in Early Modern England’,
in Barry Reay (ed.), Popular Culture in Seventeenth-Century England (London, 1985).
4 John Walter, Crowds and Popular Politics in Early Modern England (Manchester,
2006), intro.
5 Andy Wood, ‘‘‘Poore Men Woll Speke One Daye’’: Plebeian Languages of
Deference and Defiance in England, c.1520–1640’, in Tim Harris (ed.), The Politics
of the Excluded, c.1500–1850 (Basingstoke, 2001); Andy Wood, ‘Fear, Hatred and the
Hidden Injuries of Class in Early Modern England’, Jl Social Hist., xxxix (2006).
6 Alastair Bellany, ‘‘‘Raylinge Rymes and Vaunting Verse’’: Libellous Politics in
Early Stuart England, 1603–1628’, in Kevin Sharpe and Peter Lake (eds.), Culture
and Politics in Early Stuart England (London, 1994); Alastair Bellany, ‘Libels in Action:
Ritual, Subversion and the English Literary Underground, 1603–42’, in Harris (ed.),
Politics of the Excluded; Thomas Cogswell, ‘Underground Verse and the Transform-
ation of Early Stuart Political Culture’, in Susan D. Amussen and Mark A. Kishlansky
(eds.), Political Culture and Cultural Politics in Early Modern Europe: Essays Presented to
David Underdown (Manchester, 1995); Pauline Croft, ‘The Reputation of Robert
Cecil: Libels, Political Opinion and Popular Awareness in the Early Seventeenth
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This article explores the problems of recovering a popular polit-
ical culture from seditious words through a detailed analysis of the
anonymous libel forwarded to the earl of Rutland. Confronting
the problems of authorship and interpretation posed by an anon-
ymous libel, it examines what E. P. Thompson famously labelled
the ‘crime of anonymity’.7 In order to understand its production,
I contextualize the libel within the immediate chronological con-
text of the aftermath of the Midlands Rising of 1607 and the
tensions in local (Lincolnshire) social and economic relationships
that led to both the Rising and the libel. To understand the mean-
ings the libel sought to communicate, I analyse the text’s con-
struction, the cultural and political creativity revealed in its
drafting, and its relationship to the public transcripts of govern-
ment in early modern England. In arguing for the possibilities of
popular authorship of the libel, the article seeks to question the
categories, and to problematize the boundaries, implied in the
binary of elite and popular culture within which much of the his-
tory of early modern England has been written. Finally, the article
considers local and central authority’s reactions to the libel’s dis-
covery, and seeks to explain the politics of sedition within the
deeper context of the strengths and weaknesses of the early
modern English state.
I
Left to be discovered in the parish church, the Lincolnshire libel
offers an example of what Harold Love has called ‘user scribal
publication’. This choice of location to ‘publish’ the libel reflects
the use frequently made in medieval and early modern England of
the public space of the church as a site to post bills and libels.8
(n. 6 cont.)
Century’, Trans. Roy. Hist. Soc., 6th ser., i (1991); Pauline Croft, ‘Libels, Popular
Literacy and Public Opinion in Early Modern England’, Hist. Research, lxviii (1995);
Andrew Gordon, ‘The Act of Libel: Conscripting Civic Space in Early Modern Eng-
land’, Jl Medieval and Early Modern Studies, xxxii (2002).
7 E. P. Thompson, ‘The Crime of Anonymity’, in Douglas Hay et al., Albion’s Fatal
Tree: Crime and Society in Eighteenth-Century England (London, 1975).
8 Harold Love, Scribal Publication in Seventeenth-Century England (Oxford, 1993);
Tudor Economic Documents: Being Select Documents Illustrating the Economic and Social
History of Tudor England, ed. R. H. Tawney and Eileen Power, 3 vols. (London, 1924),
iii, 12–13; National Archives, London, Public Record Office (hereafter PRO), SP 1/
112, fo. 186r; Scase, ‘‘‘Strange and Wonderful Bills’’’, 240; Fox, ‘Ballads, Libels and
Popular Ridicule’, 61; Fox, Oral and Literate Culture, 248; Croft, ‘Libels, Popular
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Given the moral critique at the heart of the Lincolnshire libel, it
may also have owed something to the role of the church in the
articulation and defence of the moral community.
With its title — ‘The pooremans Joy and the gentlemans
plague’ — and verse structure, the libel clearly drew on the form
of the ballad in early modern popular culture.9 The ‘poor man’s’
formulation was common in the titles of early modern ballads of
complaint, and well enough understood to be parodied in other
types of ballad.10 Much of the libel is written in rhyming couplets,
in the ballad metre of 8.6.8.6 syllables, not without the occasional
literary flourish (for example at l. 31: ‘when soden deathe shall
sodenly them call’). The libel’s opening address (‘You gentlemen
. . .’) and closing declaration of allegiance to the monarch employ
devices also found in other early modern ballads.11 This use of the
ballad form may have been intended to make transmission of its
message easier by serving as ‘a mnemonic communicator easily
imbibed, easily retained and easily repeated’.12 But, despite a pos-
sible candidate in a contemporaneous ballad tune called ‘The
Poor Man’s Comforts’, the libel’s intermittently irregular pattern
would have challenged even the adaptive ability of early modern
(n. 8 cont.)
Literacy and Public Opinion’, 267, 272; Ingram, ‘Ridings, Rough Music and Mocking
Rhymes’, 181.
9 See Appendix below. Since the original of the libel is apparently not extant, it is
not possible to comment on the hand of the original, nor on the physical materiality of
its text. For a stimulating discussion of early modern textual materiality, see Juliet
Fleming, Graffiti and the Writing Arts of Early Modern England (London, 2001).
10 The Poor Man’s Complaint in a Land of PLENTY; The Poor Mans Distress & Tryal; The
Poor Man Put to a Pinch: OR, A DECLARATION of These Hard Times; The Scoulding WIFE: OR,
The Poor Mans Lamentation of his Bad Market in his Chusing him a Wife: all in The Pepys
Ballads, ed. Hyder Edward Rollins, 8 vols. (Cambridge, Mass., 1929–32), ii, 77, 94; iv,
300, 136.
11 For some examples, see the late Elizabethan ballad Neptune’s Raging Fury: OR, The
Gallant Seaman’s Sufferings (‘You Gentleman of England, that Live at Home at
Ease . . .’): Bodleian Library, Oxford, Douce Ballads, 2 (167b); ‘A Frends Due
Commendac[i]on of Duffield Frith’ (‘God Save King James our Noble Prince &
Prosper him Long Royall . . .’): Heather Falvey, ‘Custom, Resistance and Politics:
Local Experiences of Improvement in Early Modern England’ (Univ. of Warwick
Ph.D. thesis, 2007), appendix 1, 6; Nicholas Tyacke, ‘Lancelot Andrewes and the
Myth of Anglicanism’, in Peter Lake and Michael Questier (eds.), Conformity and
Orthodoxy in the English Church, c.1560–1660 (Woodbridge, 2000), 23, which also
echoes the libel’s reference to ‘Nestor’.
12 Adam Fox, ‘Popular Verses and their Readership in the Early Seventeenth
Century’, in James Raven, Helen Small and Naomi Tadmor (eds.), The Practice and
Representation of Reading in England (Cambridge, 1996), 129.
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singers of ballads to fit words to music.13 In the absence of the
evidence that might have been provided by a successful prosecu-
tion of the libel’s author/s,14 we do not know whether other copies
were made and distributed. It is argued here that a single copy was
sufficient to reach its intended audience.
The libel spoke simultaneously to several audiences: the
enclosing gentry addressed in its opening; those variously labelled
as the poor or the commons; and a second group of gentry named
towards the end of the text (at ll. 58–61) as representatives of good
lordship and of justice. But its opening line clearly identifies its
primary audience — ‘You gentlemen that rack yor rents, and
throwe downe Land for corne’ (that is, convert arable to pasture).
This group is directly addressed at various points in the text: in the
opening ten lines and then again, at ll. 32–53. It is their oppressive
activities as manorial lords (l. 7 refers to ‘we yor tenants’) that the
libel details and criticizes. In bitter language, the text itemizes a
fourfold seigneurial oppression as the cause of popular sufferings:
in the racking of rents, the enclosure and conversion of arable land
to pasture, the engrossing of holdings, and depopulation (land-
lords ‘throw downe townes and howses to[o]’, and they were said
to ‘cary whole townes upon their back’, ll. 6, 21). The libel con-
trasts the poverty of those for whom it speaks, ‘Constraynde to
beg from doore to doore’ (l. 7), with the lives of their oppressors.
By contrast, they live ‘in pompe & glory’ with their ‘whores &
dainty dames. / whose lascyvious apparell and dainty chere’, the
libel complains, ‘the pooreman / still Maintaynes’ (ll. 26, 51–3).
II
The subject of the libel links it directly with an early modern
literature of agrarian complaint which identified enclosure as
the root cause of depopulation and poverty and as a threat to
England’s commonwealth. The findings of the 1607 enclosure
13 Christopher Marsh, ‘The Sound of Print in Early Modern England: The
Broadside Ballad as Song’, in Julia Crick and Alexandra Walsham (eds.), The Uses of
Script and Print, 1300–1700 (Cambridge, 2004). I am indebted to Chris Marsh for his
advice about possible ballad tunes.
14 The absence of the relevant Privy Council register, the lack of criminal court
records for Lincolnshire in this period, and the fact that the libel appears not to
have resulted in a case in Star Chamber, the court increasingly identified with the
prosecution of seditious libel, means that we have little besides the copy of the libel
itself.
‘THE POOREMANS JOY AND THE GENTLEMANS PLAGUE’ 33
 at Albert Slom
an Library, University of Essex on April 19, 2011
past.oxfordjournals.org
D
ow
nloaded from
 
commission, issued in response to the wave of protests that have
come to be known as the Midlands Rising, reveal something of
that problem in Lincolnshire. The full returns do not survive for
the county, but the extant abstracts reveal a picture of depopula-
tion and significant enclosure, driven mainly by conversion of
arable to pasture for sheep.15 That Lincolnshire returned the
highest absolute acreage of enclosed land and that the (incom-
plete) return of the decay of houses outstripped the combined
total for all the other counties surveyed in 1607 suggest something
of the scale of the problems that prompted popular anxiety and
anger.16 The picture varied across the county. But three-quarters
of the very large number of decayed houses were returned for the
Lindsey division, within which the small market town of Caistor
was located.17 Caistor’s open fields were not enclosed until the
late eighteenth century. Yet its position as a market town between
the pays of the Lincolnshire wolds and the Lindsey clay vale
placed it between areas with plenty of evidence of enclosure and
conversion to sheep pasture. The south and central wolds in par-
ticular were scarred with decaying and decayed villages, while
between Caistor and Lincoln the thinly populated limestone
cliff had also seen enclosure and depopulation.18 Some of this
15 British Library, London (hereafter BL), Add. MS 11574, fos. 66–94 (‘A Briefe of
Depopulacons Taken by Vertue of the Com:ission for Lincolne Kesteven and the
County of the Cytie of Lincolne’); J. D. Gould, ‘The Inquisition of Depopulation of
1607 in Lincolnshire’, Eng. Hist. Rev., lxvii (1952). For a discussion of the value of the
returns, see Eric Kerridge, ‘The Returns of the Inquisitions of Depopulation’, Econ.
Hist. Rev., lxx (1955); and the important corrective, John Martin, ‘Enclosure and the
Inquisitions of 1607: An Examination of Dr Kerridge’s Article, ‘‘The Returns of the
Inquisitions of Depopulation’’’, Agric. Hist. Rev., xxx (1982).
16 The analysis that follows is based on the abstract of returns to the 1607 enclosure
commission (BL, Add. MS 11574, fos. 66–94); the subsequent prosecutions (PRO,
STAC 8/10/4; 8/14/2; 8/15/3; 8/17/17, 23–4), and an abstract of some of the
fines arising therefrom (PRO, SP 16/206/71); Gould, ‘Inquisition of Depopulation
of 1607 in Lincolnshire’; Joan Thirsk, English Peasant Farming (London, 1957), 36–7;
S. A. Johnson, ‘Some Aspects of Enclosure and Changing Agricultural Landscapes in
Lindsey from the Sixteenth to the Nineteenth Century’, Lincolnshire Architectural
and Archaeological Societies’ Reports and Papers, new ser., ix, 2 (1962); J. A. Johnston,
‘Seventeenth-Century Agricultural Practice in Six Lincolnshire Parishes’, Lincolnshire
History and Archaeology, xviii (1983).
17 Thirsk, English Peasant Farming, 155, 159–64, 181–3; Gould, ‘Inquisition of
Depopulation of 1607 in Lincolnshire’, 396; Lincolnshire Archive Office, Lincoln,
MON 7/11/14–15.
18 Rex C. Russell, Aspects of the History of Caistor, 1790–1860: With Special Attention
to the 1850s (Nettleton, Lincs., 1992); Thirsk, English Peasant Farming, 16, 160–1;
Stewart Bennett and Nicholas Bennett (eds.), An Historical Atlas of Lincolnshire (Hull,
1993), 26.
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enclosure had occurred earlier and, with some significant excep-
tions, much of it was small-scale. But the cumulative effect for
those in the region of Caistor would have been to create a mental
map of the region in which the presence of enclosure loomed
large. That the five ‘great’ enclosures detailed in the 1607 returns
encircled Caistor must have compounded that impression.19 A
little while before the libel’s production, the vicar of Laceby, some
four miles from Caistor, reported that the ‘state of Laceby & many
more Townes about us in Lincolnshire be lamentable by means of
ye utter Decay of Tylladge’.20
There is, therefore, a clear connection between ‘The poore-
mans Joy’ and an earlier tradition of complaint and protest, of
which the most recent example was the Midlands Rising.21 We
know that libels circulated widely during that episode, and the
Lincolnshire libel’s analysis and language clearly echoes the lists
of grievances drawn up in the course of the Rising. That from
‘The Diggers of Warwickshire to All Other Diggers’ attacked
those it labelled ‘merciless men’, who ‘have depopulated & over-
thrown whole Townes, & made therof Sheep pastures nothing
profitable for o[u]r Com[m]onwealth’.22 Interestingly, it too
used the language of tyranny to attack ‘Incroaching Tirants,
whi[ch] would grinde o[u]r flesh upon ye whetstone of poverty,
& make our loyall hearts to faint w[i]th breathing, so yt they may
dwell by themselves in ye midst of theyr Heards of fatt weathers
[sc. wethers]’.
In the Lincolnshire libel, the targets of its criticism were
attacked in very similar terms. Their failings to act the part of
good lords to their tenants were in turn to be explained by their
moral failings. They were cruel, out of control, haughty, immune
to calls for reformation (ll. 15, 22, 26–7), and driven in their
economic dealings by lust and greed. In attacking greedy and
oppressive gentlemen, the libel’s authors could draw on a rich
vernacular tradition of moral and social complaint, and in par-
ticular estates-based satire, which had circulated in script and
19 The five — Burgh-on-Bain, Calcethorpe, Limber Parva, Searby and Walesby —
all fell within what is conventionally accepted as Caistor’s market universe.
20 Inner Temple Library, London, Petyt MS 538 (microfilm), vol. 38, fo. 204r.
21 E. F. Gay, ‘The Midland Revolt and the Inquisitions of Depopulation of 1607’,
Trans. Roy. Hist. Soc., new ser., xviii (1904); John E. Martin, Feudalism to Capitalism:
Peasant and Landlord in English Agrarian Development, revised edn (Basingstoke,
1986).
22 BL, Harleian MS 787, fo. 9v.
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speech since the Middle Ages.23 However, the Lincolnshire libel
also appeared to diverge sharply from this earlier tradition of
complaint. For its display of arcane knowledge and sustained
range of classical allusions (ll. 16–19, 22–5, 30, 37–42) sets it
sharply apart both from other libels in 1607 and more generally
from earlier popular agrarian complaint.
III
A controlling intelligence was clearly at work in the selection of
the classical myths to be told. The story of Jupiter and Saturn that
opens this section of the libel at ll. 16–17 (‘ffor usurping Jupiter
we will throwe downe / and restore dispossessed Saturne to his
princely Crowne’) can be shown to have had considerable res-
onance with the complaints against oppressive manorial lords.
Within Renaissance humorology, Jupiter was associated with
heat and moisture and was characterized by a lack of moderation.
As such, he represented the bestializing effects of passion.
Moreover, on overthrowing his father, Jupiter had instituted the
‘Silver Age’, a period associated with envy, malice and oppres-
sion. As Arthur Golding’s 1567 translation of Ovid’s Metamor-
phoses noted: ‘But when that into Lymbo once Saturnus being
thrust, / The rule and charge of all the worlde was under Jove
[Jupiter] unjust’.24 This association with injustice was a theme
to be found elsewhere within the libel, not least in the language of
tyranny and misgovernment, and was of course one with consid-
erable resonance more generally in the tradition of medieval and
early modern complaint. Jupiter’s myth therefore represented an
allegorically rich example of what the libel’s author/s were com-
plaining about. Nor did its saliency stop there. In announcing an
23 See, for example, J. R. Maddicott, ‘Poems of Social Protest in Early Fourteenth-
Century England’, in W. M. Ormrod (ed.), England in the Fourteenth Century:
Proceedings of the 1985 Harlaxton Symposium (Woodbridge, 1986); G. R. Owst,
Literature and Pulpit in Medieval England: A Neglected Chapter in the History of English
Letters and of the English People, 2nd edn (Oxford, 1961), 287–414; Janet Coleman,
English Literature in History, 1350–1400: Medieval Readers and Writers (London, 1981),
95–156. I am grateful to John Watts for advice on this earlier tradition.
24 H. David Brumble, Classical Myths and Legends in the Middle Ages and Renaissance:
A Dictionary of Allegorical Meanings (London, 1998), 192–6, 299–304; Ovid’s Meta-
morphoses: The Arthur Golding Translation, 1567, ed. John Frederick Nims (New York
and London, 1965), bk 1 (quotation at ll. 129–30).
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intention to overthrow Jupiter and to ‘restore dispossessed
Saturne to his princely Crowne’, the libel’s author/s could draw
on the subsequent history of Saturn who, overthrown by his son,
was said to have gone into exile in Italy where he introduced the
art of agriculture and presided over the ‘Golden Age’ of ‘sinless
simplicity’, an age where, as the English translation of Ovid had
it, enclosures were unknown.25 To proclaim the restoration of
Saturn was then to call for a restoration of a proper, and a properly
moralized, agrarian order.
The myths of Phaeton and Midas (ll. 18–19) serve as similar
moral exempla. Phaeton, too weak to control his father’s solar
chariot, offered an allegorical warning of the dangers of an unre-
strained and rash ambition, driven by a desire for glory and dom-
ination. In his case, it had been fire that had destroyed towns
and crops. The reference to Midas told a more familiar tale of
the dangers of a lust for wealth.26 The comparison of enclosers
to ‘Esops curre in greedines. / wch snatched at the shadowe,
and so lost the flesh’ (ll. 38–9) was similarly intended to stigmatize
the dangers of uncontrollable greed. Aesop’s fable, ‘Of the dogge
and the peece of fleshe’, tells of a dog that while crossing a river
mistakes its own reflection for that of another dog and loses the
meat it is carrying by snatching at the imaginary meat of its phan-
tom rival. The moral to successive English editions of the Fables
noted, ‘He that desireth to have other mennes goodes, hee ofte
leeseth [looseth] his owne’. The allusion to the fable might then
also have been intended to be read as a reminder of the threat of
divine punishment that was thought to rob those who came by ill-
gotten goods, especially enclosers, of health and wealth.27
Other references to classical history need a little more elabora-
tion to show their relevance. But the question posed in this pas-
sage of the libel, at l. 25, ‘but what was Scipio Africanus richr,
when he had won great Carthage’, also had direct reference to the
libel’s complaints. For it was Scipio who had razed and depopu-
lated Carthage and sold its inhabitants into slavery. The citing of
25 Ibid., bk 1, l. 112.
26 Ibid., bk 2, ll. 1–415; bk 11, ll. 100–65; Brumble, Classical Myths and Legends in the
Middle Ages and Renaissance, 267–9.
27 The Fables of Esop in English . . . (London, 1596, STC 2nd edn 182), 67–8; John
Walter, ‘Public Transcripts, Popular Agency and the Politics of Subsistence in Early
Modern England’, in Michael J. Braddick and John Walter (eds.), Negotiating Power in
Early Modern Society: Order, Hierarchy and Subordination in Britain and Ireland
(Cambridge, 2001), 131–3.
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Titus at l. 22 — ‘They arre as Cruell as Titus wch never did good’
— had a similar point to make. The reputation of the Roman
Emperor Titus Flavius Vespasianus as someone who had laid
waste Jerusalem, brutally killing and dispersing its population,
had obvious resonance with the immediate problems of depopu-
lation and seigneurial oppression in the English Midlands.28
A more obscure reference to ‘peacock plumes & golden coates’
(l. 30) offers an important clue to the identities being challenged
here. The peacock as a symbol of pride was a proverbial common-
place in early modern England.29 Intriguingly, peacocks were to
be found on the heraldic crest of the earls of Rutland and would,
for example, have been highly visible on the new coach train of
the extravagant fifth earl.30 Here, however, ‘peacock plumes’ sug-
gests that this was another reference to Aesopian fable. Peacocks
feature in two of the Fables. In the first, ‘Of the Jay and the
Peacockes, How None Ought to Be Proud of That Which Is
Not Theirs’, a jay attempts to pass itself off as a peacock by dress-
ing in discarded peacock plumes. As the fable’s promythia an-
nounced, ‘None ought to weare an other mans raiment’; while
its moral counselled, ‘if thou hadst bin content with thine owne
rayment, thou hadst not come to this villany’.31 A similar con-
demnatory message was conveyed by the second of Aesop’s fables
to feature peacocks: ‘Of Juno the Goddese, the Peacocke and the
Nightingale’. Its promythia stated, ‘Every one ought to be content
with nature, and such goodes as God hath sent him, to use them
iustly’, while the concluding moral declared, ‘Wherefore every
one must be content with that he hath, for the miserable auari-
cious, the more goodes that they haue, the more they desire to
haue’.32 Here again was a reference to those untamed appetites
whose consequences insistently inform the libel’s analysis of
28 Simon Hornblower and Antony Spawforth (eds.), The OxfordClassical Dictionary,
3rd edn (Oxford, 2003), 397–8, 1532–3.
29 Bartlett Jere Whiting, Proverbs, Sentences, and Proverbial Phrases from English
Writings Mainly before 1500 (Cambridge, Mass., 1968), 450; Morris Palmer Tilley,
A Dictionary of the Proverbs in England in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries: A
Collection of the Proverbs Found in English Literature and the Dictionaries of the Period (Ann
Arbor, 1950), 528.
30 Lawrence Stone, Family and Fortune: Studies in Aristocratic Finance in the Sixteenth
and Seventeenth Centuries (Oxford, 1973), 180–1.
31 Fables of Esop in English, 89–90.
32 Ibid., 117.
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social and economic problems. Significantly, the proverbial asso-
ciation between peacocks and pride was to be found elsewhere
in criticisms of the pretensions of parvenu gentry in the period.33
According to contemporary usage, a similar criticism was implied
by ‘golden coates’, which, as the reference to ‘a golden voiage’
(l. 24) suggests, refers to the story of Jason and the golden
fleece.34 The intended targets for the libel may have been
among the ranks of those enclosing parvenus whose activities
frequently attracted popular criticism and who were among
those explicitly targeted in the Midlands Rising.
The reference to ‘peacock plumes & golden coates’ might then
be read as an attack on those who claimed to be gentlemen for
their failure to conform to the public transcripts of lordship and
gentility. Wealth was central to the maintenance of a gentle status,
but this was meant to be wealth rightly obtained and rightly spent.
The ‘gentlemen’ attacked in the libel were those who had
acquired their wealth by oppression. They paid scant attention
to the ‘lyving’ of their tenants, plunging them into poverty and
forcing them to beg and, as the reference to the sorceress and
blood-draining Medea (at l. 23) was intended to suggest, threat-
ening even their death. Where gentlemen were meant by their
own code to be liberal and magnanimous, the moral failings of
this group transgressed these and other gentle values. With
‘hawghty’ and ‘greedy mynds’, they lived ‘in pompe & glory’ in
‘goodly howses’ (was this exercise in punning meant to be read
with an edge of irony?). Their houses were centres not of hospital-
ity, but of excessive and conspicuous consumption, sites not
of that landlordly magnanimity by which the English landed
class claimed to judge itself, but of a tyrannical oppression.
Interestingly, the libel’s condemnation of the abuses of luxury
in its criticism of ‘lascyvious apparell’ echoed a recent royal cam-
paign, which the government had required the judges to publicize
33 See, for example, A Health to the Gentlemanly Profession of Seruingmen: or, The
Seruingmans Comfort. With Other Thinges Not Impertinent to the Premisses, as well
Pleasant as Profitable to the Courteous Reader (London, 1598, STC 17140), 126.
34 See, for example, I[ohn] M[arston], The History of Antonio and Mellida: The First
Part (London, 1602, STC 17473): ‘now euery Iack an Apes loades his back with the
golden coat of honour’, sig. C3r. My thanks to Clodagh Tait for this reference.
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in the provinces and which, as we shall see, had been taken up in
sermons in the region.35
Honour did not reside in avarice. With heavy irony, the libel’s
author/s observe that it is through enclosure and depopulation
that its intended victims ‘seek for honor more’ (l. 6). A cardinal
virtue in the early modern gentleman’s self-definition is being
used to mock the enclosers. The significance that gentlemen
themselves gave to this can be seen in a late sixteenth-century
encomium to Ferdinand, Lord Strange.36 The virtues it seeks
to emphasize are almost exactly the reverse of those by which
enclosing gentlemen are condemned in the Lincolnshire libel:
No pride perceiued in his brest,
No hautie heart he beares:
. . .
Of worldly wealth, he makes no coumpt
He wages his honor more:
Love to his servants doth surmount,
And to his tenaunts poore:
Of countrey still, he taketh care,
And for the common wealth prepare:
. . .
He loveth men, much more then sheepe,
That some doe most delite:
. . .
He layes not [to]gether poores mens grounds,
He is no countrey [de]stroyer:
As the closing, punning lines of the eulogy acknowledge — he
‘lives content, with auncient rent, / Which argues to be Strange’ —
there was (and, of course, always had been) some tension between
the ideals of good lordship and the reality of landlord–tenant
relationships. The notion of the ‘good lord’ was a normative con-
struction and was therefore at some, and in this period increasing,
variance with social reality, but it remained a powerful source of
identity and legitimization.37 If it could be used to praise, then it
35 Frances Elizabeth Baldwin, Sumptuary Legislation and Personal Regulation in
England (Baltimore, 1926), 194–238; Aileen Ribeiro, Dress and Morality (London,
1986), 74–81; Tudor Royal Proclamations, iii, The Later Tudors, 1558–1603, ed. Paul L.
Hughes and James F. Larkin (New Haven and London, 1969), 175 (for the year
1600); Calendar of State Papers, Domestic, 1598–1601, 441.
36 Richard Robinson, A Golden Mirrour: Conteining Certaine Pithie and Figurative
Visions Prognosticating Good Fortune to England, and All True English Subiectes, with
an Ouerthrowe to the Enemies (1589; repr. Chetham Soc., xxiii, Manchester, 1851),
17–19.
37 Ruth Kelso, The Doctrine of the English Gentleman in the Sixteenth Century
(Urbana, 1929), 89–96; Felicity Heal and Clive Holmes, The Gentry in England
and Wales, 1500–1700 (London, 1994), 102–4; Clive Holmes, Seventeenth-Century
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could also be used to criticize. To the extent that these were the
norms by which the gentry chose to define their proper role, then
the libel’s author/s could exploit the tension between prescription
and practice to shame and stigmatize those it criticized and to call
into question their right to receive the respect true commons
owed true gentlemen.
What might appear at first blush as a somewhat random parade
of classical knowledge can then be shown to have been carefully
selected to underline the libel’s moral critique and therefore
aligns it with that tradition of early modern complaint. Those
attacked in the libel were then bad, not good, lords, in allowing
possessive individualism and pursuit of the profits of a developing
agrarian capitalism to override their obligations to their tenants.
They were men out of control and in thrall to a series of vices that
rendered them enemies of the people, commonwealth and mon-
archy. Interestingly, if a classical knowledge reached down to the
level of the people, it also gave them a political vocabulary with
which to condemn these men — as tyrants.
IV
Sir William Pelham’s letter to Rutland acknowledged the difficul-
ties that anonymous libels posed for the early modern authorities.
He assured him that he had taken steps with the minister ‘and
some of the discreetest of that p[ar]ish’ to learn of the author —
‘yf yt be possible’. In turn, Rutland writing to the earl of Salisbury,
James I’s leading minister, observed, ‘how hard such things are to
be found out your L[ordship] well knoweth’.38 In the absence of
successful detection by the early modern authorities, we are
equally powerless to penetrate the libel’s anonymity. We do not
know if it had one or more (presumably male) authors. Written in
the first person plural, the libel was clearly intended to ventrilo-
quize ‘the common voice’. At points in the document, this is
(n. 37 cont.)
Lincolnshire (Lincoln, 1980), 71–5; Lawrence Stone, ‘Lord Montagu’s Directions for
his Son’, Northamptonshire Past and Present, ii (1958), 221–3. An epitaph prepared for
the earl of Rutland in December 1607 drew fully on these values: ‘Godly thy liefe; thy
dealings wise and juste; / Thy purse alwaies open to the poore: / . . . / Thy house in
plentie ever was mayntayned’: Rutland MSS, Belvoir Castle, Muniment Room I, case
II, shelf 4, vol. xxiv, fo. 22r.
38 Rutland MSS, Belvoir Castle, Muniment Room I, case 2, vol. xv, fo. 40; BL,
Salisbury MSS, Hatfield House, microfilm MS 121/159.
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variously identified as that of ‘the poore’ (ll. 5, 28, 61), ‘the poore-
man’ (title, l. 52), ‘the people’ (l. 40), the ‘comons’ (ll. 12, 61)
and, significantly (l. 15), the king’s commons. More specifically,
this group is also identified as tenants of the enclosing gentry
(l. 7), thus making it clear that the libel articulated the interests
of the commons as commoners with common rights to defend.
The parade of learning within the libel might be taken, ipso
facto, as evidence that the author or authors could not themselves
be plebeian. However, it would be wrong to take the evidence of
classical learning as proof positive that authorship did not come
from the group for whom the libel spoke. Within the culture of
post-Renaissance England, knowledge of the classical world was
widely enough dispersed to challenge the overly neat distinctions
between elite and popular culture on which a denial of popular
authorship might turn. Take one of the libel’s more obscure refer-
ences — to Scipio, or more properly Cornelius Scipio Aemilianus
Africanus (Numantius) Publicus. Erasmus had recommended
that schoolmasters in their teaching of Latin should pose the
question of whether Scipio or Hannibal was the better general,
and the fact that the story of Scipio was to be found in several
ballads of the period should remind us that classical references
abounded in popular cultural texts.39 Civic drama, with grammar
school pupils sometimes publicly performing plays drawing on
classical materials, provides another example of the way that
knowledge of the classical world spread well beyond the elite —
and one perhaps with more immediate relevance to the text of the
libel. We do not know what was performed in the reformed civic
drama of post-Reformation Lincolnshire, but the fact that at
Coventry, a major site in the Midlands Rising, one of the plays
performed — ‘at the request of the Comons’ — was the ‘distru-
cion of Ierusalem’ suggests another possible source of knowledge
for the libel’s reference to ‘cruel’ Titus.40
39 T. W. Baldwin, William Shakespere’s SMALL LATINE and LESSE GREEKE, 2 vols.
(Urbana, 1944), ii, 249; Saint Georges Commendation to All Souldiers . . . (London,
1612), and Death Triumphant. / The Mighty Prince and Peasant Too / To Conquering
Death Must Bow; / Great Hanniball and Scipio Too: both in Early Modern Center
English Ballad Archive, University of California, Santa Barbara, 5http://emc.
english.ucsb.edu/ballad_project4.
40 Records of Plays and Players in Lincolnshire, 1300–1585, ed. Stanley J. Kahrl
(Malone Soc. Collections, viii, Oxford, 1974); Roslyn L. Knutson, ‘Playing Com-
panies and Repertory’, Lawrence Manley, ‘Civic Drama’, and Michael Shapiro, ‘Boy
Companies and Private Theaters’, all in Arthur F. Kinney (ed.), A Companion
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That Ovid’s Metamorphoses was a likely source for most of the
myths used in the libel, in addition to the use made of Aesop’s
fables, suggests that the author was drawing on knowledge
acquired through a grammar school education.41 The Fables
were widely used in the earlier forms of the early modern gram-
mar school, where elementary exercises involved the retelling of
fables and myths. (We also have evidence of Aesop’s wider circu-
lation in the fact that his fables even provided a topic for alehouse
conversation.)42 Ovid’s Metamorphoses — ‘almost universally
required’ — was particularly valued precisely because of the
opportunity it provided to teach moral lessons. Significantly,
pupils were expected to interpret and apply the morals of the
fables they read in these texts, treating them as guides to moral
conduct. That pupils at Eton in the sixteenth century were
expected to hold disputes on ‘the miserie of ambition and the
evils of avarice’ is highly suggestive of the possibility of a grammar
school education providing the basis for the moral critique to be
found in the Lincolnshire libel.43
As Keith Thomas has noted: ‘in an areawhere grammar schools
were plentiful, a smattering of Latin might be quite widely dis-
persed’.44 Lincolnshire had more than its fair share of grammar
schools, with several sixteenth-century foundations and some
benefactors of endowed schools making provision for places to
be available for able sons of country folk. Locally, records show
(n. 40 cont.)
to Renaissance Drama (Oxford, 2002); Records of Early English Drama: Coventry, ed.
R. W. Ingram (Manchester, 1981), pp. xx, 332. (I am grateful to Felicity Heal for
suggesting this line of enquiry.)
41 Foster Watson, ‘The Curriculum and Text-Books of English Schools in the First
Half of the Seventeenth Century’, Trans. Bibliographical Soc., vi (1900); Foster
Watson, The Old Grammar Schools (Cambridge, 1916), 104–7; Foster Watson, The
English Grammar Schools to 1660: Their Curriculum and Practice (1908; London, 1968);
A. Monroe Stowe, English Grammar Schools in the Reign of Queen Elizabeth (New York,
1908), 104–24; Rosemary O’Day, Education and Society, 1500–1800: The Social
Foundations of Education in Early Modern Britain (London, 1982), 25–76; John
Brinsley, Ludus Literarius: or, The Grammar Schoole (1612; Menston, Yorks., 1968),
121.
42 Fox, Oral and Literate Culture, 155.
43 Baldwin, Shakespere’s SMALL LATINE and LESSE GREEKE, i, 607–9; quotation at ii,
418; Peter Mack, Elizabethan Rhetoric: Theory and Practice (Cambridge, 2002), ch. 1;
David Colclough, ‘Verse Libels and the Epideictic Tradition in Early Stuart England’,
Huntington Lib. Quart., lxix, 1 (2006), 27.
44 Keith Thomas, ‘The Meaning of Literacy in Early Modern England’, in Gerd
Baumann (ed.), The Written Word: Literacy in Transition (Oxford, 1986), 101.
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that Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Aesop’s Fables played an impor-
tant role in the curriculum.45 Caistor itself was not to acquire a
formally endowed grammar school before the late 1620s, but
there was another source of education in the classics from
which as a market town it certainly benefited: by 1604 there
had been a sharp growth in the number of licensed schoolteachers
in Lincolnshire.46 It is then perfectly possible to envisage as
author of the libel a member of the commons who had had
some benefit of a grammar school education. The author/s of
‘The pooremans Joy’ were, if plebeian, pupils who had learnt
their lessons too well.
If the range of learning might be thought to exceed plebeian
capabilities,47 there were sympathizers who would have had
access to the knowledge displayed in the libel, not least perhaps
a local schoolteacher. The obituary recently written for the
demise of commonwealth thinking about agrarian problems
seems premature in its dating, and certainly fails to reflect the
continuing unease with which some contemporaries thought
about enclosure.48 It also fails to recognize the pronounced
regional experience of enclosure which might prolong the cur-
rency of commonwealth thought locally. This was certainly the
case in the English Midlands. At the heart of open-field England,
this was an area particularly sensitive to enclosure. Before 1500,
its cold, heavy claylands had seen large-scale late medieval
45 Bennett and Bennett (eds.), Historical Atlas of Lincolnshire, 76; Holmes,
Seventeenth-Century Lincolnshire, 16; A. R. Maddison, ‘Boys Admitted to Alford
Grammar School, 1680–1686’, Lincolnshire Notes and Queries: A Quarterly Jl, xi
(1911).
46 Gerald A. J. Hodgett, Tudor Lincolnshire (Lincoln, 1975), 139–49, 161; Charles
Brears, Lincolnshire in the 17th and 18th Centuries (London, 1940), 158–67; The State of
the Church in the Reigns of Elizabeth and James I as Illustrated by Documents Relating to the
Diocese of Lincoln, ed. C. W. Foster (Lincolnshire Record Soc., xxiii, Lincoln, 1926),
397–431; Helena Hajzyk, ‘The Church in Lincolnshire, c.1595–c.1640’ (Univ. of
Cambridge Ph.D. thesis, 1980), 139–49.
47 If the Gelo referred to in the libel was not the Sicilian tyrant (the first Gelo), but
Gelo the younger, whose ‘end’ was a suspiciously untimely death — Dictionary of Greek
and Roman Biography and Mythology, ed. William Smith, 3 vols. (London, 1846), ii,
237–8 — then the most likely source was Livy’s History of Rome, seemingly mentioned
less frequently in grammar school curricula, but see Monroe Stowe, English Grammar
Schools in the Reign of Queen Elizabeth, 114.
48 For the argument that the government had ‘consistently distanced itself from
moral complaint’ by the second half of the sixteenth century, see Andrew McRae,
God Speed the Plough: The Representation of Agrarian England, 1500–1660 (Cambridge,
1996), 58. For a more nuanced judgement, see Walter, ‘Public Transcripts, Popular
Agency and the Politics of Subsistence’, 125–6.
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depopulation as a response to demographic decline. Thereafter,
under the impact of renewed demographic growth, and in
response to the relative absence of waterborne routes along
which grain could be moved cheaply, those same soils had
proved more suitable for conversion to pasture. In the longer
term, conversion to pasture was to become linked with a form
of convertible husbandry that raised levels of productivity in
arable as well as pastoral husbandry. But in the short term it
may well have increased the region’s vulnerability to dearth. In
Lincolnshire, returns to the Book of Orders in the dearth of
1586/7 for the administrative region in which Caistor was located
estimated that there were over six thousand ‘handicraftsmen &
poore people that have no corne’. The particular vulnerability of
smaller tenants in the area around the town is brought out in a
report from the later dearth of 1623; forced to give over their
holdings and unable to find work, many had been driven, it was
said, to the extremity of eating dog and horse flesh.49
A critical voice in defence of the commonwealth was that of the
parish minister. There was a powerful vein of clerical complaint
against enclosure in Lincolnshire, in private as well as in pub-
lic. Enclosure, for example, formed the topic for ‘table-talke’
amongst the clergy at an early seventeenth-century visitation
dinner in the diocese of Lincolnshire. Clerical complaint against
enclosure commanded the pulpits in town and county, and con-
tinued to do so well after 1607. The public sermons of Robert
Sanderson, later bishop of Lincoln, preached at the quarter ses-
sions and assizes in the 1620s point to continuing clerical con-
demnation of enclosure. Preaching, for example, at the quarter
sessions at Grantham in 1623, Sanderson reminded his listeners
that ‘in these times great men, yea and men of Justice, are as
throng as ever in pulling down houses and setting up hedges, in
unpeopleing towns and creating beggars’.50
The tradition of clerical complaint in Lincolnshire, therefore,
offered a general endorsement of the analysis offered by the
49 PRO, SP 12/198/21; 14/143/34.
50 Hajzyk, ‘Church in Lincolnshire’, 209; Holmes, Seventeenth-Century Lincolnshire,
22–7, 61, 73, 75. For a continuing commonwealth critique among ministers, see Juliet
Amy Ingram, ‘The Conscience of the Community: The Character and Development
of Clerical Complaint in Early Modern England’ (Univ. of Warwick Ph.D. thesis,
2004); The Works of Robert Sanderson, ed. William Jacobson, 6 vols. (Oxford, 1854),
ii, 204.
‘THE POOREMANS JOY AND THE GENTLEMANS PLAGUE’ 45
 at Albert Slom
an Library, University of Essex on April 19, 2011
past.oxfordjournals.org
D
ow
nloaded from
 
Lincolnshire libel. But it may well have offered more direct en-
couragement. Elsewhere in Lincolnshire, a minister was respon-
sible for a petition from the poor and others of Huttoft, which
informed the Assize judges that ‘the Cotiger, the laborer, & other
needy p[er]sons [are] dryven to one of these 2 lamentable yssues:
e[i]ther to begg & be sterved, or to steal & be hanged . . . for rotten
sheepe runneth over all’.51 Sermons survive neither for George
Spensley, the minister at Caistor, nor for John Clark, the minister
at Laceby.52 However, the letter written by Clark to the arch-
bishop of Canterbury complaining of the failure to enforce the
laws against enclosure offers some clue as to what might have
been preached from pulpits local to Caistor. On the back were
written ‘Remembrances conc[ernin]g tillage & decaie of townes’.
Enclosure caused depopulation, the decay of tillage and a decline
in hospitality; it raised prices, and created dearth and famine. It
forced the many who were grown idle to steal or to threaten vio-
lence. It led to unemployment and to a poverty ‘so generall as that
they that have are not able to releeuve them that want’. Even those
tenants who had previously been able to relieve the poor were
‘now become beggars’, an echo of the libel’s complaint of tenants
‘Constraynde to beg from doore to doore’ (l. 7). In short, enclos-
ure ‘breade the roote of a greate evil from whence doe p[ro]ceede
(as from a ffountaine of mishapp) the Ruyn of this comonwealth,
the subversion of the estate, the wrack of societies, confusion and
other mischievious enormities’. Only a few miles from Caistor,
Laceby had its own school from at least 1604.53
Francis Trigge was perhaps the most familiar of the Lincoln-
shire clerical opponents of enclosure. He was the author of The
Humble Petition of Two Sisters, a powerful attack on enclosure.54
The Humble Petition was published only three years before the
libel’s appearance. But another, less well-known, sermon by
51 PRO, SP 14/77/19.
52 Besides the fact that he was a graduate and had been minister there from 1593,
little is known of Spensley: C. W. Foster, ‘Admissions to Benefices in the Diocese of
Lincoln, AD 1587–1660’, Associated Architectural Societies’ Reports and Papers, xxx, 1
(1909), 77, 97.
53 Inner Temple Lib., Petyt MS 538 (microfilm), vol. 38, fos. 204–7; State of the
Church in the Reigns of Elizabeth and James I, ed. Foster, 404.
54 ‘Trigge, Francis’, Oxford DNB; Francis Trigge, The Humble Petition of Two Sisters;
the Church and Common-Wealth: For the Restoring of their Ancient Commons and Liberties,
which Late Inclosure with Depopulation, Uncharitably Hath Taken Away (London, 1604,
STC 24280), sigs. A5v–A6r, D5, C3.
46 PAST AND PRESENT NUMBER 203
 at Albert Slom
an Library, University of Essex on April 19, 2011
past.oxfordjournals.org
D
ow
nloaded from
 
Trigge offered even more direct material for the author/s of the
libel. A Godly and Fruitfull Sermon was preached in 1592 at
Grantham, a town with its own history of opposition to enclosure,
and it was published two years later.55 Trigge’s text, with its
denunciation of covetousness, pride and vanity, and reference
to the conspicuous consumption of the rich being paid for by
‘poor mens sweates’, bears an even more striking resemblance
to the Lincolnshire libel. It not only offered criticism of enclosure,
the conversion to pasture for sheep, depopulation, and the decay
of tillage and livings, but it did so within the framework of a
powerful moral critique of the uses and abuses of wealth that
directly prefigured the moral complaint of ‘The pooremans
Joy’. Intriguingly, Trigge even lambasted ‘our coy and curious
dames which delight in their newe devised fashions’.56
While it is interesting to note that the government’s response to
the Warwickshire Diggers’ manifesto was to attribute its author-
ship to ‘a puritan minister’,57 it is of course not possible, despite
their striking similarities, to draw a direct relationship between
either Trigge’s sermon or the minister of Laceby’s complaint and
the text of the libel. The violent rhetoric of the Lincolnshire
libel makes clerical authorship less likely, though it does not
rule it out. As in other cases of libel, our scribe may have been a
‘poor scholar’, an ‘alienated intellectual’, a casualty of the early
modern over-supply of graduates, or a disappointed candidate for
preferment.58
55 BL, C.12.d.18 (1): Francis Trigge, A Godly and Fruitfull Sermon Preached at
Grantham Anno. Dom. 1592 . . . Wherein as in a Glasse, Every Degree May Plainely
See their Spots and Staines: And May Bee thereby Made in Deede Beautifull (if They Doe
Not Hate to Be Reformed) against the Appearance of Iesus Christ (Oxford, 1594, STC 2nd
edn 24277.5); The Royal Charters of Grantham, 1463–1688, ed. G. H. Martin
(Leicester, 1963), 18–19, 111–13; E. Turner, Collections for the History of the Town
and Soke of Grantham (London, 1806), 53–4; E. Venables, ‘The Primary Visitation of
the Diocese of Lincoln by Bishop Neile, AD 1614’, Associated Architectural Societies’
Reports and Papers, xvi (1881), 38, 44–6.
56 Trigge, Godly and Fruitfull Sermon, A6r–v, A7r, B2v, B3r, C5r–v, E2r, E2v–3r.
57 BL, Salisbury MSS, Hatfield House, microfilm MS 193/117: The earl of Dorset
to the earl of Salisbury. It is not clear, however, whether Dorset was writing with
knowledge of the author or responding to the libel’s closing reference to ‘ye mighty
Jehoua’: BL, Harleian MS 787, fo. 9v.
58 Mark H. Curtis, ‘The Alienated Intellectuals of Early Stuart England’, Past and
Present, no. 23 (Nov. 1962). For examples of scholarly penning of libels, see F. G.
Emmison, Elizabethan Life, i, Disorder, Mainly from Essex Sessions and Assize Records
(Chelmsford, 1970), 71–7; Fox, Oral and Literate Culture, 305–6.
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Given the failure to capture the author/s, we are not able to say
with confidence that a plebeian hand or hands wrote the libel. It
was certainly possible, and Pelham clearly thought so. What we
can say is that preaching from the region’s pulpits offered
endorsement of the analysis of enclosure’s evils to be found
within the Lincolnshire libel, and that its schools provided a train-
ing in civic humanism on which even the relatively humble might
draw. If the author/s did come from below the ranks of the clerisy,
then they lived in a culture and society in which they could have
drawn on both preaching and teaching to furnish copy for the
libel.
V
‘The pooremans Joy’ does not name its intended victims.
Candidates for popular vengeance would presumably have been
easily recognizable in the region. They are likely to be found
among the thirty or more members of the Lincolnshire landed
class whose enclosures attracted the attention of the enclosure
commission later that year.59 We might take the example of one
of these men, Sir William Wray, to show how local knowledge
might have read details of the text as a subtle reference to known
enclosers. The family’s reputation as godly puritan patrons might
help to explain, and make more cutting, the libel’s accusation,
‘Small care you have for to maintayne trueth or godlines. / Yee
seeke yor gayne and still the poore oppresse’ (ll. 4–5). Sir William,
along with his father, had destroyed three townships in the
Lindsey division of the county. He was subsequently prosecuted
in Star Chamber, fined and ordered to rebuild farms and to
restore lands in three villages to arable. Since Wray was respon-
sible for allowing fifteen houses to decay at Laceby, his name was
doubtless one of those understood to be included in the vicar’s
criticisms of enclosure there.60
The Dallison family would seem to be other likely candidates.
Sir Thomas Dallison had had his enclosures at Burton attacked
by a crowd from Lincoln in the summer of 1607, while Sir Roger
Dallison had recently enclosed at Scotton, some fifteen miles east
59 PRO, STAC 8/10/4; 8/14/2; 8/15/23–4; SP 16/206/71.
60 Gould, ‘Inquisition of Depopulation of 1607 in Lincolnshire’, 394; PRO, STAC
8/10/4; SP 16/206/71.
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of Caistor. That he had been recently knighted at Belvoir Castle in
1605 suggests that his might be one of the names implied in the
libel’s contemptuous reference to ‘knights’ (l. 62).61 And there
were other possible, and more notorious, candidates. In 1598, the
Privy Council had complained to the earl of Lincoln that they
were ‘very sorrie to finde your Lordship’s name so often brought
unto us by poore mens peticions and complaintes’. Lincoln’s
enclosing activities had led to his dismissal from the county
bench, and they had embroiled him in a series of disputes
which, in 1601, had seen him being made the butt of an adapted
May Day play and later prosecuted before Star Chamber, where
he was reminded that he was ‘a greate peer . . . and therefore one
that in honor of his degree and callinge ought rather to bee a
defence than an oppressor of your Majesties inferior subjectes’.62
Despite these and other obvious targets for popular retribution,
not naming the intended victims may nevertheless have been a
deliberate strategy. As we shall see, the libel seeks to create a dis-
tinction between unnamed gentry who are failing to fulfil their
obligations as landlords and justices and named examples of the
good lord: ‘men good to the poore & to the comons kynde’ (l. 61).
Not naming and shaming the oppressive lords might then be read
as a ploy to invite its gentry readership to ‘choose’ — the correct
choice was of course obvious — to which group they wanted to be
assigned by the ‘common voice’. In effect, the strategy of the libel
was to hold up a mirror to landlords, in which they might both be
judged, and judge themselves.
VI
A rhetoric of violence ran through many seditious libels. But what
is striking about the Lincolnshire libel is its heavy emphasis on the
bloody nature of popular violence. Violent retribution was to be
the ‘pooremans Joy’; ‘do not looke to dye in bed, as othrs have don
before / but let som thinke to hang upon the dore’ (ll. 32–3), the
61 Nick Lyons (ed.), Scotton: Aspects of Village Life (Scotton, Lincs., 1980), 8.
62 Acts of the Privy Council, 1597–1598, 506; 1595–1596, 519; Historical Manu-
scripts Commission, Eleventh Report, Appendix VII (London, 1887), 161; PRO,
STAC 8/91/22; Lawrence Stone, The Crisis of the Aristocracy, 1558–1641 (Oxford,
1965), 304; BL, Lansdowne MS 77, no. 52; Norreys Jephson O’Conor, Godes Peace
and the Queenes: Vicissitudes of a House, 1539–1615 (London, 1934).
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anonymous author/s counselled the enclosing gentry, before tri-
umphantly declaring, ‘Oh yt shall do us good to see, those tyrants
wallowed in their / blood’ (ll. 64–5). In what was intended to be
‘a bloody enterprise’, the emphasis on blood forms a repeated
refrain. Even the timing of the threatened rising, ‘eare Martilmas
be one fortenight gone’ (l. 34), served to underline its san-
guinary nature: ominously, Martinmas (11 November) was tra-
ditionally the starting point for the butchering of livestock that
could not be overwintered. This rhetoric of violence takes us to
the heart of the interpretative problems posed by evidence of
sedition. Does the libel allow us access to what James Scott has
called the ‘hidden transcript’ in which an uncensored popular
voice speaks? If so, can we see in the hostility and threatened
violence it voiced evidence of the existence of class consciousness
in early modern England?63
In thinking about the meaning of this rhetoric of violence, we
might begin by noting how the author/s of the libel take pleasure
in the licence afforded them to voice their resentment, exploiting
‘written textuality to create unlocatable political voices’.64 ‘The
pooremans Joy’ was in part psychic, an opportunity provided by
the physical transgression of ‘casting’ an anonymous libel to
throw off the textual and gestural displays of deference routinely
expected and publicly exacted by superiors of their inferiors, and
within that anonymity to exploit what has been termed ‘the pro-
ductive capacity of the absence of an author in the imagination of
the examiners’.65 While the protocols of making complaint and
petitioning in early modern England required the commons to
emphasize their humility and powerlessness, libelling allowed the
author/s to explore the empowerment that came from being able
to express anger that in the everyday had to be kept in check and to
voice through fantasies of a bloody revenge their resentment of
their ‘betters’.
An anonymous libel certainly allowed the subordinated a voice
with which to question the terms of their subordination. Whether
the Lincolnshire libel can be taken as evidence for articulating a
63 For recent discussions of the problematic of class in early modern England, see
John Walter, Understanding Popular Violence in the English Revolution: The Colchester
Plunderers (Cambridge, 1999), 261–84; Andy Wood, The Politics of Social Conflict: The
Peak Country, 1520–1770 (Cambridge, 1999), 10–26.
64 Scase, ‘‘‘Strange and Wonderful Bills’’’, 243.
65 Gordon, ‘Act of Libel’, 387.
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more general oppositional class consciousness is more prob-
lematic. There remains the larger problem of the discrepancy
between the fantasies projected in sedition and the more prosaic
record of riot and rebellion in early modern England, in which
violence, where it occurred, was usually directed against prop-
erty and not persons. But the libel hints at a hidden tran-
script in which at least some plebeians could voice a class-based
hostility.66
Edward Thompson noted in particular the ‘oscillating tone’ of
seditious letters, veering as they did between bloody imprecations
and loyal declarations of allegiance. The Lincolnshire libel was no
exception. What is striking is how on each occasion that bloody
threats are issued they are immediately followed by protestations
of loyalty to the monarch and royal family. Thus the declaration of
the intention to stage a ‘bloody enterprise’ is immediately fol-
lowed by the disclaimer ‘Yet meanyng no harme to o[u]r gracious
King Quene Prince’ (l. 14), and again, at the very end of the libel,
the sanguinary declamation ‘Oh yt shall do us good to see, those
tyrants wallowed in their / blood’, is immediately followed with
the resounding closing declaration: ‘God blesse o[u]r King Quene
and prince all waies. / God send them happy lief and old Nestors
dayes’ (ll. 64–7).
Affirmations of allegiance were, of course, an insurance policy.
It was important to avoid the label of ‘rebel’ and the punishments
this would bring in this life and the next under the powerfully
conjoined sanctions of treason and damnation in the afterlife
that lay at the heart of the early modern culture of obedience.
On the other hand, such affirmations of allegiance — see in par-
ticular the reference to ‘his [i.e. the king’s] Com[mon]s’ at l. 15 —
can also be read more positively. They reflected a willingness
within popular political culture, that ran back at least to 1381,
to construct a political alliance between the ‘true’ commons and
a monarchy around successive monarchs’ self-proclaimed duty
within the public transcript to use their power to protect their
poorer subjects.67
Ideals of justice and of the godly magistrate (‘Small care you
have for to maintayne trueth or godlines’, l. 4) form an important
66 Wood, ‘Fear, Hatred and the Hidden Injuries of Class’, offers a thoughtful dis-
cussion of the dialectic between deference and defiance in popular mentalities.
67 Thompson, ‘Crime of Anonymity’, 306. Walter, ‘Public Transcripts, Popular
Agency and the Politics of Subsistence’, 123–8.
‘THE POOREMANS JOY AND THE GENTLEMANS PLAGUE’ 51
 at Albert Slom
an Library, University of Essex on April 19, 2011
past.oxfordjournals.org
D
ow
nloaded from
 
motif in the opening and closing lines of the libel. In an echo of
earlier rebellions, where protesters employed the language of mis-
government to criticize local corruption, the libel complained:
‘The King Comaundes and wisheth all things well / He askes if
all be don[,] nothing but lies you tell’ (ll. 10–11). By contrast,
those to whom the libel appealed and those for whom it spoke
were presented as defenders of both commonwealth and crown,
pledged to plead their cause against those who ‘stand in Justice
steede [i.e. absence]’ (l. 62). Hence the significance of the couplet
at ll. 14–15: ‘Yet meanyng no harme to o[u]r gracious King Quene
Prince or any of those / but to pull downe those hawghty myndes
wch against his Com[mon]s themselves oppose’. In this construc-
tion of political relationships, the libel echoed a representation of
the polity as one founded on the natural alliance between the just
king and the true commons that structured much early modern
political thought, and one to which frequent appeal was made in a
paradoxical ‘tradition of loyalist rebellion’ that ran from small-
scale ‘riot’ to large-scale ‘rebellion’. As in an earlier medieval
tradition of ‘billing’, the Lincolnshire libel sought to cast enclo-
sers and depopulators as rebels against the commonwealth in
their pursuit of private interests against public good. Hence the
significance of the threat ‘do not looke to dye in bed, as othrs have
don before / but let som thinke to hang upon the dore’ (ll. 32–3). A
punishment previously reserved by the crown for plebeian traitors
was now to be visited on enemies of the commonwealth.68
VII
Given this reading of the political strategy embedded in the libel,
we might then reconsider the significance of the threats of vio-
lence, and note that it is bristling with hostility not to the landed
class as a whole, but to those who had failed to fulfil their proper
role as gentlemen and good lords. To make this plain, the libel in
68 Simon Walker, ‘Rumour, Sedition and Popular Politics in the Reign of Henry IV’,
Past and Present, no. 166 (Feb. 2000), 46; Wendy Scase, Literature and Complaint in
England, 1272–1553 (Oxford, 2007), 56–62; Scase, ‘‘‘Strange and Wonderful Bills’’’,
234, 235, 237; Barrett L. Beer, Rebellion and Riot: Popular Disorder in England during the
Reign of Edward VI (Kent, Ohio, 1982), 204–5.
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its closing lines (ll. 58–61) offers as exemplars those whom the
commons consider representative of good lords and magistrates:
Yet Pelham and Harton[?] take corage still
to you & Sheffoild [Sheffield] we owe all good will.
the howse of the Henneage let us call to mynd
men good to the poore & to the comons kynde.
Curiously, in writing to the earl of Salisbury, the earl of Rutland
had observed that ‘there is folly and spight in it. And no good
meaninge to those that is ther named in the latter end, but my
hope is such an humor as this is shall condemne no man’.69
Rutland’s comment raises the intriguing possibility that the par-
ticularizing of their names in the libel represented an even more
subtle variant of the strategy of reproof than that suggested here.
But despite the evidence of enclosing activity against two of the
families (slight in one case, contested in another), we must
assume that these four were indeed chosen as examples of good
lords.70
All those named were JPs,71 and it may be that their listing
reflects their membership of the quarter session bench for the
county that met at Caistor. All lived close to Caistor, the furthest
— Sir Roger Halton — some twenty miles away. Little is known of
Halton, the son of a lawyer,72 but for the others there is some
evidence to explain their identification as good lords and dispen-
sers of justice. William Heneage, who by 1607 was in his eighties,
had his seat at Hainton, a little over ten miles to the south-east of
Caistor, in the Lincolnshire wolds. When he died in 1610 his
personal estate was said to amount to almost £7,000. Some
clue to Heneage’s inclusion might lie in the later recollection of
him ‘that he lived in a very splendid and hospitable manner [and]
was a justice of Quorum 50 years’. Following the Midlands
Rising, another Heneage was to be accused in the enclosure com-
mission of decaying one farm. But Joan Thirsk suggests that,
when the family enclosed lands at Hainton and elsewhere on
69 BL, Salisbury MSS, Hatfield House, microfilm MS 121/159.
70 Pelham was presented for failing to restore two houses of husbandry that had
burnt down, for making another one or two houses into cottages and hindering the
highway by enclosure at Limber; William Heneage was said to have let one house
decay and converted 50 acres to sheep pasture, and Sir George to have converted 18
yards: BL, Add. MS 11574, fos. 76, 79, 80, 89.
71 PRO, SP 14/33, fos. 37r–39r.
72 The Visitation of the County of Lincoln, 1592, ed. W. C. Metcalfe (London, 1882), 37.
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the wolds, they had done so by compensating their tenants with
the surrender of their own rights over the township’s sheep walks.
Appointed to compound differences over enclosure at Louth in
the 1580s, Heneage appears there to have championed the inter-
ests of the poorer sort.73 If the advice offered by his son, Sir
George Heneage, to his own son in or about 1625 continued a
family tradition, then Heneage’s inclusion would reflect not only
his reputation as an active justice but also as a good lord. Sir
George offered the conventional advice of the ‘good lord’:
serve God diligently, take all things he sends you thankfully, Husband
your estate frugally, and use them which herafter shall live under you
conscionably, be upright and just in all your actions and ever remember
that sinne is the maine and efficient cause of the utter ruine and extirpa-
tion of families.74
Less is known of the others named. Sir William Pelham’s seat
was at Brocklesby, some seven miles to the north-east of Caistor
on the Lincolnshire wolds, where he had built a new house in
1603. The family, a cadet branch of the Sussex Pelhams, had
settled in Lincolnshire by the sixteenth century, where they had
amassed a significant estate to the north as well as coastwise of
Caistor. Pelham had served as both sheriff and MP for the county.
That he was presented to the 1607 enclosure commission for
decaying two farms, and after 1607 pardoned for having enclosed
and converted 600 acres, makes his inclusion more intriguing,
though the family subsequently claimed that the farmer of the
manor was responsible for the enclosure.75 Edmund, Lord
Sheffield had his seat at Butterwick, some seventeen miles
from Caistor and on the edge of the Isle of Axholme fenland.
Sheffield had been MP for the county in the parliaments of
1601 and 1604. Despite marrying into that notorious family of
73 I. W. Oates, ‘The Heneage Family’, Associated Architectural Societies’ Reports and
Papers, xxx, 1 (1909); BL, Add. MS 11574, fo. 80; Thirsk, English Peasant Farming,
163–4; PRO, SP 12/186/48.
74 J. W. F. Hill, ‘Sir George Heneage’s Estate Book, 1625’, pt 1, Lincolnshire
Architectural and Archaeological Societies’ Reports and Papers, new ser., i (1936), 42.
75 Terence R. Leach, Lincolnshire Country Houses and their Families, 2 pts (Lincoln,
1990–1), pt 2, p. 122; The Diary of Abraham De la Pryme, the Yorkshire Antiquary
(Surtees Soc., liv, Ripon, 1870), 157, 161; Anne Mitson, ‘The Earls of Yarborough:
Interests and Influences’, in Bennett and Bennett (eds.), Historical Atlas of Lincolnshire,
62–3; Holmes, Seventeenth-Century Lincolnshire, 75–6; BL, Lansdowne MS 190, no.
74; The House of Commons, 1558–1603, ed. P. W. Hasler, 3 vols. (London, 1981), iii,
195; PRO, C 66/2207/19; SP 16/314/29; SP 14/33, fo. 39v; BL, Add. MS 11574, fos.
77, 81, 93; Chancery Patent Rolls Calendar 16–17 James I (C. 66) (London, 1986), 224.
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enclosers the Treshams of Northamptonshire, little is known of
Sheffield’s activities as a landlord. But three years before the
libel’s appearance he had, for example, interested himself in the
‘righting of a poore mans cause’, blaming the JPs for their
inactivity.76
In threatening violence against oppressive and tyrannical
enclosers, the libel was then holding up a standard of the true
gentleman by which to criticize the others’ greed and oppression.
Such criticism of landlords is located not in a classed critique of
the structural inequalities of landlord–tenant relationships, but in
an analysis of their moral failings. It is this which is held to explain
their oppressions. It mirrors the tendency of subaltern groups
in other societies and periods to see the causes of their griev-
ances as essentially personal and local, and what has been seen
as their strategic preference to focus ‘on precisely those human
agents who are plausibly within their sphere of social action’.77
But there remains the possibility that such a choice was tactical as
well as strategic. As James Scott has observed, ‘the safest and most
public form of discourse is that which takes as its basis the flat-
tering self-image of elites. Owing to the rhetorical concessions
that this self-image contains, it offers a surprisingly large arena
for political conflict that appeals to these concessions’.78 How-
ever, the fact that the enclosers are attacked in terms of their
failure to act as good lords raises the problem of what Howard
Newby, in his study of the dialectic of deference in modern rural
social relationships, has termed a ‘spurious radicalism’.79 Criticiz-
ing enclosers for their failure to act like gentlemen might be
thought to endorse, at least publicly, the cultural hegemony of
the gentry.80
76 G. E. Cokayne, The Complete Peerage of England, Scotland, Ireland, Great Britain
and the United Kingdom, 2nd edn, ed. Vicary Gibbs, 13 vols. in 14 (London, 1910–59),
xi, 389–90, 663–4; Sheffield, Edmund, first earl of Musgrave (1565–1646), Oxford
DNB; PRO, SP 14/33, fo. 37r; House of Commons, ed. Hasler, iii, 372; Bodleian Lib.,
MS Eng Misc. c. 855, fo. 122.
77 James C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (New
Haven, 1985), 181–2.
78 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (New
Haven, 1990), 18.
79 Howard Newby, The Deferential Worker: A Study of Farm Workers in East Anglia
(Harmondsworth, 1979), 398, my emphasis.
80 For a similar argument, see Wood, ‘Fear, Hatred and the Hidden Injuries of
Class’, 812.
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In his ‘Crime of Anonymity’, Edward Thompson pointed to
threatening letters in a later period: ‘their intent is serious, but it
may not be taken too literally’.81 We may make a similar obser-
vation here. The threats made in the libel formed a rhetoric of
violence, the intention of which was to play on the fears that the
gentry had of the people as ‘the many-headed monster’. The
authors of seditious libels sought to manipulate such fears to
extract concessions and to secure promises of reform.82 In this,
an argument can be made that the Lincolnshire libel was remark-
ably successful.
VIII
The response of authority to the discovery of the libel was swift —
and sustained. Copies were quickly made, circulated around the
local magistracy, and sent to the Lord Lieutenant of the county.
Within a day, Rutland had forwarded it to the earl of Salisbury,
ending his letter with the dramatic promise: ‘and in whatsoever
else shall heare happen for his Ma[jes]ties service, I will geve your
L[ordship] honest accompt, or bury my bones’. The hyperbole
here perhaps reflects Rutland’s need to reassert a loyalty damaged
by his entanglement with the earl of Essex’s revolt. But it certainly
suggests the anxiety which, in the wake of the Midlands Rising,
the libel’s discovery had prompted among Lincolnshire’s rulers.83
A county where the gentry had had previous experience of pop-
ular rebellion, both in 1536 and 1549,84 had evidently witnessed a
level of protest significant enough to attract the attention of the
Assize judges — and for Rutland to worry about the popular reac-
tion to the punishments they handed down. In a reference either
to the summer assizes or to the special commissions of oyer and
81 Thompson, ‘Crime of Anonymity’, 279.
82 Christopher Hill, ‘The Many-Headed Monster’, in his Change and Continuity in
Seventeenth-Century England (London, 1974); Thompson, ‘Crime of Anonymity’,
278, 307; Walter, ‘Public Transcripts, Popular Agency and the Politics of Subsist-
ence’, 145–6.
83 BL, Salisbury MSS, Hatfield House, microfilm MS 121/159; ‘Manners, Roger’,
Oxford DNB. Rutland’s household accounts reveal that in the face of the Midlands
Rising he had paid a Nottingham armourer to dress his armour: Rutland MSS, Belvoir
Castle, Muniment Room I, case 6, shelf 4, box 111: 1606–1607 accounts, under
‘Fforraine payments’.
84 R. W. Hoyle, The Pilgrimage of Grace and the Politics of the 1530s (Oxford, 2001),
chs. 4–5; Beer, Rebellion and Riot, 147–8; Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland,
and Ireland, 6 vols. (1807–8; repr. New York, 1965), iii, 917.
56 PAST AND PRESENT NUMBER 203
 at Albert Slom
an Library, University of Essex on April 19, 2011
past.oxfordjournals.org
D
ow
nloaded from
 
terminer that the royal government had issued for the punish-
ment of those active in the Rising, Rutland told Salisbury that,
after the judges had gone, ‘a guess mought [might] be made at the
humor of our country’.85
Lincolnshire has not been seen as one of the centres of the
Midlands Rising, but it is clear that the county had witnessed
destruction of enclosures across a number of sites, including at
least two episodes of throwing down enclosures at the county
town of Lincoln, where one of the crowds was allegedly led
by a ‘Captain Careles[s]’, and one of the victims, Sir Thomas
Monson, had also been the subject of a libel sung and read in
the surrounding district. It seems likely that there was more trou-
ble for which evidence has not otherwise survived. A letter to the
sheriff, Sir William Armyne, written in mid June, informed him
that ‘the Grantham men were up again on Friday last’, and
Armyne was subsequently reported to have ‘been very active in
suppressing those routs’. The same correspondent noted that
Lincolnshire was to be one of the counties where the judges
were to be sent to deal with the riots, and the Privy Council clearly
felt the troubles there sufficient to include Lincolnshire in a select
group of counties, ‘where lately there had bin comotion about
unlawfull Inclosures’, and to which it was subsequently to dis-
patch an enclosure commission.86
A little under two weeks after the libel’s discovery, and in
response to a Privy Council order to choose six ‘fitt and sufficient
gentlemen such as are knowen to have least interest in’ enclosure,
Rutland returned the names of those ‘least interested in these
depopulations’ to serve on the commission to investigate enclo-
sure in the county. Significantly, he told Salisbury, ‘I do assure
your L[ordship] [it] was a hard taske to find so many that were of
sort free’.87 In September, Lincolnshire was among those coun-
ties to which enclosure commissions were sent. Thereafter, the
attorney-general, acting upon the returns to the commission,
85 BL, Salisbury MSS, Hatfield House, microfilm MS 121/159.
86 Holmes, Seventeenth-Century Lincolnshire, 96–7; PRO, STAC 8/219/20; Dr
Williams’ Library, London, Morrice MS 1, p. 697(8), my emphasis (my thanks to
Dr Mark Goldie for his help in securing a transcript of this document); BL, Add. MS
11402, fo. 128r. It was probably this episode about which he had written to Armyne on
14 June: Rutland MSS, Belvoir Castle, Muniment Room I, case 6, shelf 4, box 111:
1606–1607 accounts, under ‘Fforraine payments’.
87 Dr Williams’ Lib., Morrice MS 1, p. 677(8); BL, Add. MS 11402, fo. 128r–v;
Huntington Library, San Marino, California, Hastings MSS (microfilm), HA 4173.
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initiated actions in Star Chamber against some of the leading
Lincolnshire enclosers which lasted into 1608.88
By August, Rutland had felt able to report that ‘the Country. . .
is now very quiet, and the noyse of this Commission comming
downe has pacified the mynds of the people well, wch stood
before very ticklish’. By late November, in reply to a request
from the Privy Council to send up the names of those who were
to receive the king’s pardon for their participation in the Rising,
Rutland could even make light of the county’s involvement: ‘I
hope the busines was here of that little moment as wee shall trou-
ble their L[ordship]s wth a small recorde’, he wrote. But this
did not stop him from going on to report, ‘yet out of the obserua-
tion wch here is made out of ye humor of this people, they hope to
receiue some satisfaction to sett their ploughs aworke, wch this
Country hereabouts wher I am stands in greate need of’.89 Mar-
tinmas might have come and gone, but Lincolnshire’s rulers’
minds clearly remained ‘ticklish’.
The immediate context for the libel’s production was, there-
fore, local experience of the judicial aftermath of the Midlands
Rising and anticipation of promised royal reform. Its precise
timing might owe something to the meeting of JPs in the quarter
sessions for the Lindsey division which was held at Caistor, to the
arrival of the Assize judges in the county, or to news of the enclo-
sure commission of the county.90 The Charge to the Judges going
on midsummer Assize had emphasized that ‘the kinge had an
incessante care for the good of his people & quyetnes[s] of the
88 PRO, SP 16/206/71; STAC 8/10/4; 8/14/2; 8/15/3; 8/17/17, 24; 8/42/11; E 124/5,
fo. 90v; E 124/6, fos. 43v, 45r, 94r. For evidence that a significant level of prosecution
followed the 1607 commission, including the conviction of twelve Lincolnshire enclo-
sers, see PRO, SP 14/48/4; Martin, ‘Enclosure and the Inquisitions of 1607’, 41–8.
89 BL, Salisbury MSS, Hatfield House, microfilm MSS 121/170, 123/38. It would
be interesting to know whether any of those praised in the libel served on the com-
mission, but I have not been able to find the names of those on the Lincolnshire
commission. Sir William Armyne was reported to be one of them: Dr Williams’
Lib., Morrice MS 1, p. 697(8).
90 Holmes, Seventeenth-Century Lincolnshire, 82–4. Lincolnshire was part of the
Midlands circuit, which usually proceeded through the following sequence: meeting
at Warwick, Coventry, Leicester, Derby, Nottingham, Lincoln, Oakham and
Northampton, with the sittings for each county taking from two to four days: J. S.
Cockburn, A History of English Assizes, 1558–1714 (Cambridge, 1972), 31. We know
from the Leicester town accounts that in 1607 the judges were in Leicester 15–18 July:
Leicestershire Record Office, Leicester, BR III/8/105, no. 133.
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Cuntrye’ and had, inter alia, ordered them to ‘punishe depopu-
lators wth all seueritie’.91 One astute observer noted the conse-
quences of this:
the Judges of Assize in order to satisfy the common people inveigh much
against Enclosure and Depopulators, and inquire concerning them and
promise reformation at the hands of Justice. And this put courage into the
common people, so that with mutterings they threaten to have a more
violent revenge if they cannot be relieved.92
Given the compromising level of involvement of the magistracy in
enclosure in the Midland counties,93 we might see the ‘mutter-
ings’ of the Lincolnshire libel as both a politically informed and
strategically timed attempt to ensure that when reform came it
should be carried out by the honest magistrates to whom it
appealed.94 The rhetoric of violence might thus be read as an
invitation to action on the part of the authorities, rather than a
call to arms.
If so, the libel’s intervention was timely. It may not be too fan-
ciful to see the reverberations of the discovery and subsequent
circulation of the libel among the county’s rulers and royal coun-
cillors as playing a part in ensuring the effective execution of
the enclosure commission for the county. Is it significant that
the Lord Chancellor in his Charge to the Judges going out on
Assizes attacked the JPs for their failure to punish ‘wth all seuer-
itie’ ‘theise late depopulations, a greate and wicked offence’ and
ordered them to pay particular attention to ‘lybellers and deuy-
sers [devisers] of plottes’?95
IX
The libel survives in a single copy. Its author/s may have only
ever produced one copy. Since it was intended to be read by
Lincolnshire’s rulers, a single copy was sufficient to achieve its
91 J. Hawarde, Les Reportes del cases in Camera Stellata, 1593–1609, ed. W. P. Baildon
(London, 1894), 326–7.
92 The Journal of Sir Roger Wilbraham, ed. H. S. Scott (Camden Soc., 3rd ser., iv,
London, 1902), 92–3.
93 Many of the JPs in the counties at the core of the Rising were ‘heavily implicated’
in enclosure: Martin, Feudalism to Capitalism, 172–3.
94 Stuart Royal Proclamations, i, Royal Proclamations of King James I, 1603–1625, ed.
James F. Larkin and Paul L. Hughes (Oxford, 1973), 152–8, 161–2; Gay, ‘Midland
Revolt and the Inquisitions of Depopulation of 1607’, 219–20. For the posting of these
proclamations, see Leicestershire Record Office, BR II/18/19, no. 161.
95 Hawarde, Les Reportes del cases in Camera Stellata, ed. Baildon, 326.
‘THE POOREMANS JOY AND THE GENTLEMANS PLAGUE’ 59
 at Albert Slom
an Library, University of Essex on April 19, 2011
past.oxfordjournals.org
D
ow
nloaded from
 
objective. Why, then, might it have had the impact it did? To
understand the politics of the popular libel in early modern
England, we need to place the episode in the larger context of
that society’s political culture and its interrelationships with the
structures of early modern government. Context and content
combined to give the libel its clout.
It was the context of a rising that had put thousands in the field
against enclosure which gave credence in ‘The pooremans
Joy’ to the boast: ‘We neede not feare for helpe, thowsands have
sworn to Ayde’ (l. 47). The Midlands Rising had exhibited a
number of disturbing features.96 The Rising had mobilized
crowds in their thousands. These crowds had exhibited a high
degree of leadership and organization which had enabled them
to operate over an extensive geographical area, crossing county
boundaries and assembling in larger numbers at enclosed sites of
extra-local notoriety. They had achieved a worrying degree of
urban–rural co-operation, recruiting from all the largest towns
in the region. The logistics they developed had allowed them to
keep very large numbers in the field and to do so for a period of
some six weeks or more. Traditionally thought of as a movement
occurring in the counties of Northamptonshire, Leicestershire
and Warwickshire, it is clear that the protest spread into a
number of other Midland counties, Lincolnshire included, and
that the government feared more would become involved. In the
heartland of the Rising, as elsewhere, the better-known large-
scale protests prompted many smaller-scale actions against
enclosure, with some leaders of these explicitly claiming authority
for their actions from ‘Captain Pouch’, the charismatic leader of
the Rising. Perhaps most alarming of all, while apparently seeking
to negotiate with the government, the protesters refused to follow
the implicit protocols governing relations between rebels and
rulers. The Diggers had told the authorities in Warwickshire
that if they would ‘acquaynyt his Ma[jes]tie that the cause of
theyr rysinge was oute of no undutifull mynds to his Ma[jes]tie,
but only for reformation of the Late inclosures’, and that if the
king promised to reform those abuses, they would disband. These
provocative ‘ifs’ already challenged the duty to obey, but in the
96 Gay, ‘Midland Revolt and the Inquisitions of Depopulation of 1607’; Martin,
Feudalism to Capitalism. What follows draws largely on myongoing research for a larger
study of the Midlands Rising.
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face of offers of reformation and pardon the crowds had contin-
ued their protests, and they had eventually to be suppressed by
military force and martial law.97 At which point, the Rising had
also provided a reminder that the state’s dependence on local
communities for provision of a militia meant that in regions
where there was a shared sympathy for the grievances of the pro-
testers there was often considerable reluctance to co-operate in
their suppression. Magistrates in 1607 had experienced the truth
of R. H. Tawney’s dictum that ‘the reluctant militia of yesterday
were the enthusiastic rebels of today’. They had reported ‘great
backwardnes in the trained bandes’ and had discovered after-
wards in the list of penitent ‘rebels’ the names of members of
the trained bands.98
‘The pooremans Joy’ also shows how the content of libels could
be carefully constructed to draw on the public transcript of gov-
ernment and elites, by which both sought to justify their rule, to
embarrass those in authority, and to enhance the libel’s bite. An
acute awareness of the limited powers of repression at their dis-
posal in the face of open rebellion had encouraged early modern
governments to seek to anticipate and ameliorate popular griev-
ances. To do so, they had developed public transcripts which
sought to justify acceptance of royal power as legitimate authority
to whose rule subjects freely consented. Central to the public
transcript by which early modern monarchs sought to secure con-
sent to their rule was a recognition of the responsibility of the
sovereign for defending the commonwealth, a responsibility
which in turn extended to all those who exercised royal authority.
As James I himself, in discoursing of the duties of a king,
reminded his son, ‘embrace the quarrell of the poore and dis-
tressed as your owne . . . and remember of the honourable stile
given to my grand-father of worthie memorie, in being called the
poore mans king’.99 That Francis Trigge in his Humble Petition had
claimed to be emboldened to petition the king, by ‘your Maiesties
godly and golden saying, to your Princely sonne, that hee should
be the poore mans King’, suggests a wider knowledge of this
97 BL, Lansdowne MS 90/23, fo. 46v.
98 R. H. Tawney, The Agrarian Problem in the Sixteenth Century (London, 1912),
322; John Nichols, The History and Antiquities of the County of Leicester, 4 vols. in 8
(1795–1811; London, 1971), iv, pt 1, 83.
99 The Political Works of James I, ed. C. H. McIlwain (London, 1918), 21–2.
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appellation.100 At the same time, the protean concept of com-
monwealth also advanced notions of stewardship that placed
obligations on property holders to balance the profits of commod-
ity with the obligations of commonwealth, sermons warning land-
owners of the sinfulness of oppressing their tenants, and enclosers
of the dangers of turning ‘the common wealth to common
miserie’.101
Here, early modern governments were victims of their own
success. A centralized state which depended on the ideology
and institutions of the law to enforce its authority in the provinces,
and which relied for much of its governance on mobilizing and
harnessing the self-rule of local communities, proved remarkably
effective in disseminating knowledge of its policies, even if secur-
ing their consistent enforcement was to prove more difficult.
Being faced with popular complaint that drew on the govern-
ment’s own stated policies meant that the authorities could dis-
approve of the manner, but not the matter, of popular complaint.
The first royal proclamation in response to the outbreak of the
Rising, while criticizing the ‘presumptuous and unduetifull’
assembly of ‘the meaner sort of our people’ ‘under pretence of
enclosure’, nevertheless went on to lay out at length the govern-
ment’s policy to prevent enclosure and depopulation. It claimed
to have in hand a course for the punishment of such offences. ‘It is
well knowen to many’, it alleged, ‘that We were now also in hand
with some course’ for the reformation of enclosure and depopu-
lation. This set the pattern for government responses. Thus, even
while writing to the Midlands authorities to suppress the Rising,
the Privy Council was simultaneously instructing them to send up
those enclosers named by ‘the comon voice’, and to publicize to the
people the king’s concern ‘to give remedy to their iust greivances’,
telling them, ‘we thinke it not unfitt that . . . it bee divulged in the
County that the p[er]sons noted to bee guiltie of those oppres-
sions are sent for . . . to receive the censure of the lawes’.102
The ‘common voice’ was important not only for a government
anxious to anticipate and ameliorate popular discontent. It also
100 Trigge, Humble Petition of Two Sisters, sigs. A5v–A6r.
101 Works of Robert Sanderson, ed. Jacobson, ii, 274, 282.
102 PRO, SP 14/73, 139–40, my emphasis; Huntington Lib., Hastings MSS (micro-
film), HA 4167, my emphasis.
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had a role to play, perhaps a larger role than we have yet allowed,
in the acclamation and acceptance of the status of their superiors.
It is helpful here to remember that in trying to recover the lived
experience of social relationships in the past, historians have evi-
dence for only a fragment of the multiplicity of exchanges that
took place every day. Whatever the gentry might preach and
whatever the people were taught, in what has been called ‘the
small politics of everyone’s everyday life’, reputation and respect
were matters for negotiation.103 At this level, it was necessarily a
politics of sly gestures and modulated voices. Large discrepancies
in wealth and power made that process of negotiation a very
unequal one, and one fraught with danger. We have scarcely
begun to sketch out the calculus by which these exchanges took
place. Clearly the degree of social or spatial distance or depen-
dence played a crucial role, with troublesome and independent
cloth-workers represented at one extreme and perhaps the
‘honest’ poor at the other, and parish gentry more vulnerable
than absentee aristocrats. But if libels derived something of
their force from the tradition of collective protest in early
modern England, they were also grounded in a less dramatic
and more continuous everyday politics in which they intervened
and in which subtle manipulations of speech and gesture might
allow inferiors quietly to signal dissent.104 Such acts might invite
retaliation, but to detect and seek publicly to discipline disrespect
might only give such acts the oxygen of publicity. In understand-
ing the politics of sedition, it might also be necessary, therefore, to
think about the relationship of the seditious libels, especially
those that particularized their victims, to the everyday politics
revealed, for example, in gestural dissidence and the growing
literature on defamation.105 Significantly, when the Midlands
103 F. G. Bailey (ed.), Gifts and Poisons: The Politics of Reputation (Oxford, 1971), 2
(editor’s intro.). For examples of what the cost to reputation might be for members of
the gentry, see John Walter, ‘The Social Economy of Dearth in Early Modern
England’, in John Walter and Roger Schofield (eds.), Famine, Disease and the Social
Order in Early Modern Society (Cambridge, 1989), 106–7.
104 John Walter, ‘Gesturing at Authority: Deciphering the Gestural Code in Early
Modern England’, in Michael J. Braddick (ed.), The Politics of Gesture: Historical
Perspectives, Oxford Univ. Press, forthcoming, as Past and Present Supplement no. 4.
105 Laura Gowing, Domestic Dangers: Women, Words, and Sex in Early Modern London
(Oxford, 1996); Martin Ingram, ‘Law, Litigants and the Construction of ‘‘Honour’’ in
Slander Suits in Early Modern England’, in Peter Coss (ed.), The Moral World of the
Law (Cambridge, 2000).
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authorities had moved to suppress the 1607 rising they had been
forced to rely on their own household servants and such ‘followers
as they could trust’ to suppress the Rising.106
X
Popular libelling, therefore, could seek to create a space for
popular agency by grounding its complaints in the politics of
commonwealth, repeating back to those in authority a public
transcript which identified the king as the ‘poor man’s king’ and
enclosers as enemies of both state and people. The political strat-
egy of the seditious libel was, thus, twofold: first, to deploy what
James Scott has called ‘the politics of reputation’, using key cat-
egories within the public transcript of early modern England —
gentility, ‘good lordship’, commonwealth, honour and justice —
in order to shame and criticize those whose greed threatened a
loss of face and status; secondly, to use the rhetoric of violence of
the hidden transcript of the ‘many-headed monster’ in order to
intimidate those whom the people opposed and to prompt good
lords, godly magistrates and a just prince to intervene on behalf of
the people. That the libel took as its reference point those values
that the community of honour took as its own, that factionalism
amongst the gentry meant that rivals were always ready to seize on
popular criticism to do down an opponent, and that distrust of
local governors made central government only too ready to enter-
tain accusations of corruption, all served to sharpen this tactic.
And, of course, that the mental world of early modern England
was one in which it was believed that hostile words could cause
physical harm also added to the potential menace of the libel.
As we have seen, if the evidence of sedition is valuable in show-
ing us what could be thought in the ‘hidden transcripts’ of early
modern England, it cannot by itself establish the level of popular
subscription to the thoughts revealed. But there is a danger here of
missing the point. If historians cannot judge on the basis of a
single document the extent of support for radical ideas, then nei-
ther could authority in early modern England. Ironically, in read-
ing sedition, the elites of early modern England might easily
106 Nichols, Historyand Antiquities of the County of Leicester, iv, pt 1, 83, myemphasis.
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become victims of their own paranoia. The image of the ‘many-
headed monster’ was sedulously propagated by government-
inspired histories of earlier English rebellions, while examples
of plebeian dissidence were freely to be found in the early
modern gentleman’s Renaissance reading of the histories of clas-
sical Rome. Government and gentry, aware of the limited powers
of repression at their disposal and apprehensive of what they per-
ceived as increasing social tensions, were all too ready to believe
that seditious libels exposed the real class hostility that character-
ized popular attitudes towards them. Libels, therefore, derived
their power from the fact that the ‘hidden transcripts’ of the
‘many-headed monster’ to which they gave voice apparently
had authentication in the record of early modern riot and rebel-
lion, the more so since government propaganda subsequently
misrepresented such episodes as more violent and more anti-
gentry than ever was the reality. In 1607 this was a belief seem-
ingly given greater credence by recent events in the English
Midlands.
Popular libels in early modern England might represent what
has been called a ‘fugitive mode of publication’,107 but, in acting
as a channel of communication between elites and people, they
occupied a more permanent place within early modern political
culture. The example of the Lincolnshire libel, and its conse-
quences, suggest that the politics of popular libelling found its
force within a political relationship between rulers and ruled in
which it was the weaknesses of the state, and the public transcripts
it developed to counter this, that gave this ‘weapon of the poor’ its
force. By appealing to the hidden transcript of the ‘many-headed
monster’, the authors of libels could mobilize Thompson’s
‘counter-terror of the poor’ to coerce their ‘betters’.108 In drawing
on the public transcript of commonwealth and an estates-based
social order, the authors of popular libels demonstrated an ability
not only to frighten, but also to embarrass gentry and governors.
Given the common belief, summarized by Francis Bacon, that
‘seditious tumult and seditious fame differ no more than brother
and sister’, authority needed to take the threats made in seditious
107 Andrew McRae, Literature, Satire, and the Early Stuart State (Cambridge,
2004), 2.
108 Thompson, ‘Crime of Anonymity’, 278.
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libels seriously.109 As the subsequent history of ‘The pooremans
Joy’ showed, this could mean that what was cast into a local parish
church could quickly end up at the board of the Privy Council.
University of Essex John Walter
APPENDIX
A LINCOLNSHIRE LIBEL*
The pooremans Joy and the gentlemans plague
You gentlemen that rack yor rents, and throwe downe Land for corne.
the tyme will com that som will sigh, that ever they were borne.
Small care you have for to maintayne trueth or godlines.
Yee seeke yor gayne and still the poore oppresse. 5
Yee throw downe townes and howses to[o], and seek for honor more,
When we yor tenants arre Constraynde to beg from doore to doore.
Redres we will haue, or we will knowe whye no.
We will adventure lief & goods and so the matter shall goe.
The King Comaundes and wisheth all things well 10
He askes if all be don[,] nothing but lies you tell.
Therfore we have agreed even for the comons sake
a bloody enterprise to tak[e].
Yet meanyng no harme to o[u]r gracious King Quene Prince or any of those
but to pull downe those hawghty myndes wch against his Com[mon]s
themselves oppose. 15
ffor usurping Jupiter we will throwe downe
and restore dispossessed Saturne to his princely Crowne
Then will not Ambicious Phaeton seeke Phebus chariot to guide.
nor hunger sterved Midas covet gold or worldly pride.
It is that wch or Tyrants haue and we do lack. 20
for they cary whole townes upon their back.
They arre as Cruell as Titus wch never did good
nay, worse than Med[e]a for secking after blood.
They lyve secure and thinke to make a golden voiage
but what was Scipio Africanus richr, when he had won great Carthage 25
Here they lyve in pompe & glory, & may not be Controulde
they think scorn of there faults for to be told
Lyving the poore doth wante, and lyving thay shall haue
and the prowdest of all at or handes mercie shall crave.
Their peacock plumes & golden coates, shall then nought avayll 30
when soden deathe shall sodenly them call.
do not looke to dye in bed, as othrs have don before
but let som thinke to hang upon the dore.
109 Martin Dzelzainis, ‘‘‘The Feminine Part of Every Rebellion’’: Francis Bacon on
Sedition and Libel, and the Beginning of Ideology’, in McRae (ed.), ‘Railing Rhymes’.
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This taske shall well be p:formd eare Martilmas be one fortenight gone.
and of yor goodly howses we will not leave one stone upon a stone. 35
We wilbe mery and take or fill of ioye.
As Priams had to trayle Hectors body about the walles of Troye.
yee arre lyke to Esops curre in greedines.
wch snatched at the shadowe, and so lost the flesh. [fo. 41]
Yor dealings are so bad, the peoples harts they break. 40
In tyranny you excell Gelo wch not let his subiects speak.
What was his end, histories do shew
As yt was wth him, so shall yt be wth you.
You feare nought, but we will make you all to quake
wth Canon shot, we will yor greedy mynds once shak. 45
When we com out, you tyrants to ynvade
We neede not feare for helpe, thowsands have sworn to Ayde
Then let some feare, when the night you heare the drum or
goon to enquire in the woodde
that shalbe the true foreteller of his blood. 50
Yet that tyme you must Leave yor whores & dainty dames.
whose lascyvious apparell and dainty chere, the pooreman
still Maintaynes.
Therfore take ordre som, wch be very good.
or ells as we haue saied, yt shall cost the price of blood. 55
But we care not, whethr you order or noe
forwards the enterprise is lyke to go.
Yet Pelham and Harton[?] take corage still
to you & Sheffoild [Sheffield] we owe all good will.
the howse of the Henneage let us call to mynd 60
men good to the poore & to the comons kynde.
And to all othrs that arre knights or stand in Justice steede [i.e. absence]
Against them our sword the cause shall pleade.
Oh yt shall do us good to see, those tyrants wallowed in their
blood 65
God blesse o[u]r King Quene and prince all waies.
God send them happy lief and old Nestors dayes.
*Rutland MSS, Belvoir Castle, Muniment Room I, case 2, vol. xv, fos. 40–1.
Curiously, the libel’s title was misreported as ‘The poor man’s friend and the gentle-
men’s plague’ at its first notice in Historical Manuscripts Commission, Twelfth Report,
Appendix IV: The Manuscripts of the Duke of Rutland Preserved at Belvoir Castle, 4 vols.
(London, 1888–1905), i, 406.
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